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Qualitative methodsThe resilience literature is increasingly drawing attention to formal service provision as a means for social
ecologies to support children's and youths' positive adjustment to challenging life circumstances. This article
interrogates the universality and simplicity of this argument. Using a secondary data analysis of the life stories
of 16 resilient, Black South African students from impoverished families, we show that education services
predominated students' childhood and youth experience of formal support and that there was scant experience
of other formal services.We theorise that contextual and cultural speciﬁcs informed the dominance of education
services. However, this service did not consistently facilitate resilience processes.When it did, education services
were characterised by active teacher–community connectedness and student responsiveness. Moreover,
education service providers (i.e., teachers and principals) engaged in supportive actions that went beyond the
scope of typical teacher tasks. Thus, we suggest that formal service facilitation of resilience processes is complex.
It requires collaborative activity that might well demand atypical service acts.
© 2014 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).1. Introduction
Globally, many children ‘face adversity and the number of adversities
they face appears to be increasing’ (Goldstein & Brooks, 2013, p. 3). The
nature and extent of these adversities are reported in annually updated
reports (see, for example, UNICEF's State of theWorld's Children reports,
http://www.unicef.org/publications/index.html). Among others, poverty,
chronic parental discord, violence, experiences of trauma, disability, and
ill health place children at risk of negative developmental outcomes. In
2010, for example, 60% of all South African children lived below the
poverty line (i.e., on less than $50/month), 3.8 million children were
orphaned (80% of which were of school-going age), and 0.5% (around
90 000 children) were living in child-headed households (Hall,
Woolard, Lake, & Smith, 2012). Growing up with such challenges
threatens children's positive development.
However, not all children are equally negatively affected by adversity.
In many instances, children adjust well to conditions of hardship
(Masten, 2001). From the perspective of the Social Ecology of Resilience
Theory (SERT), which forms the theoretical framework of this article,
children adjust well to challenging life-circumstances with the support
of their social ecologies (Ungar, 2011a).rk, Gauteng 1900, South Africa.
.
. This is an open access article underThe cardinal role of supportive social ecologies to youths' positive
adjustment was originally introduced by seminal studies of resilience
(e.g., Hetherington, 1989; Masten, Best, & Garmezy, 1990; Rutter, 1998;
Werner & Smith, 1982). For instance, following an investigation, over
time, into why some Hawaiian children adjusted well to psychosocial
risk and challenging life events, Werner and Smith (1982, 2001) noted
the salient contributions of supportive extended family, positive
schooling experiences, community-based mentors, and pro-social
organisations. Likewise, Hetherington (1989) acknowledged families'
and communities' contributions to American children's positive
outcomes following parental divorce. Subsequently, Ungar (2011b,
2013) has argued that social ecological factors (e.g., supportive families,
supportive communities) are more crucial to children's positive
outcomes in the face of risk, than are individual-level factors (e.g., a
sense of humour, problem-solving acumen, or self-efﬁcacy).
One way in which communities facilitate positive outcomes for
children is via formal service provision (Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012),
provided such services offer quality assistance that is (a) consistently
relevant to youths' needs; (b) respectful of youths' agency, cultural
identities, and history; and (c) timely (Boyden, 2013; Liebenberg &
Ungar, 2014; Sanders, Munford, Liebenberg, & Ungar, 2014; Ungar,
Liebenberg, Dudding, Armstrong, & Van de Vijver, 2013). For example,
a study of resilience among Inuit youth in remote Labrador, Canada,
revealed that culturally-congruent, respectful service provision
supported Aboriginal youths' resilience processes in contexts where
youth suicide and substance abuse rates were signiﬁcantly highthe CC BY-NC-ND license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/).
298 L.C. Theron, A.M.C. Theron / Children and Youth Services Review 47 (2014) 297–306(Liebenberg, Ikeda, Wood, in press). Likewise, a study of resilience
among Black South African youth from disadvantaged contexts
provided evidence that mandatory services (e.g., education, or
foster home placements) only supported youths' constructive
adjustment to risk when youths experienced these services as
meaningful and respectful (Van Rensburg, Theron, Rothmann, &
Kitching, 2013).
Despite the apparent value of quality services for resilience
processes, service access and service use can be complicated by inequity
(DeGirolamo, Dagani, Purcell, Cocchi, &McGorry, 2012). In SouthAfrica,
as in most of Africa, structural and social inequality typically translates
into Black people (particularly children, youths, andwomen)not having
equal access to formal services, or not beneﬁtting optimally from
services (Møller, 2013; Patel, 2012). A case in point is the sub-Saharan
childrenwho growupHIV+orHIV-affected andwho struggle to access
available services because of poverty which translates, for example, into
their not being able to afford transport to service points (Mpofu,
Ruhode, Mhaka-Mutepfa, January, & Mapfumo, in press; Skovdal &
Belton, 2014). Likewise, Schenk, Kiragu, Murugi, and Sarna (2014,
p.25) reported that Kenyan children's access to care was obstructed by
‘the logistical hurdles of cost, distance and time’. Nevertheless, Ager
(2013) concluded that recognition of the salience of social ecological
supports to resilience processes has sparked a global trend toward
policy recommendations aimed at initiating, sustaining, and/or improving
formal service provision (e.g., encouraging supportive school environ-
ments; increasing the capacity of counselling andmental health services)
and informal supports (e.g., strengthening families).
Researcher and policymaker attention to formal service provision as
a potential mechanism of resilience has prompted a number of
questions, however. For example, Driskell, Bannerjee, and Chawla
(2001) questioned the value of services, interventions and preventions
that were inattentive to youth experiences of resources (including
formal service provision). Skovdal and Belton (2014) questioned how
social conditions shape the use and usefulness of service provision
when children are HIV-affected, and subsequently edited a special
journal issue devoted to answering this question. Likewise, the
authors of this article began to wonder whether formal services
would even emerge as a pathway of positive adjustment should
there be no speciﬁc enquiry into how services impact resilience, as
in the studies by Liebenberg et al. (in press), Liebenberg and Ungar
(2014), Sanders, Munford, Liebenberg, and Ungar (2014), Ungar
et al. (2013), and Van Rensburg et al. (2013). Thus, for the purposes
of this article, the following questions were formulated: (i) Do resil-
ient Black South African students, who are/were members of disad-
vantaged life-worlds, spontaneously include lived experiences
of formal service provision in accounts of what supported their resil-
ience processes during childhood and adolescence, and if yes, which
formal services are foregrounded? (ii) How do self-reported services
impact resilience processes? (iii) What are the characteristics of
these services?
Answering these questions is imperative given recurrent calls
in the resilience literature for researchers and policy makers to
guard against universal and/or researcher-directed explanations of
resilience processes that assume heterogeneity, and that neglect
the lived experiences of youths/community members (Driskell
et al., 2001; Liebenberg & Ungar, 2009; Masten, 2014; Masten &
Wright, 2010; Ungar, 2011a, 2013; Wright, Masten, & Narayan,
2013). Moreover, studies that speciﬁcally report how services sup-
port resilience processes in children and youths typically reﬂect
North American (Liebenberg & Ungar, 2014; Ungar, 2011b, 2013;
Ungar et al., 2013) or developed, service-rich contexts (Sanders
et al., 2014). SERT (Ungar, 2011a, 2013) argues that resilience pro-
cesses are shaped by cultural and contextual speciﬁcs and thus
cautions against explanations of resilience processes that privilege
North American studies. Exploring the childhood and youth service
experiences of Black South Africans addresses this caveat.2. Method
To answer the above questions, the authors re-examined an existing
narrative data set thatwas generated by16 resilient, Black South African
university students. The authors' institution provided ethical clearance
for this generation, and the students consented in writing, following
detailed, informed consent procedures. In their previous analyses of
this saturated data set, the authors did not consider whether/how
formal service provision supported resilience processes, because the stu-
dents' accounts ﬂagged culturally-salient informal supports (i.e., kinship
systems) and culturally-salient goals (i.e., tertiary education) as the
most prominent resilience-supporting mechanisms (see Theron, 2013;
Theron&Theron, 2013, 2014). For the purposes of this article, the authors
conducted a secondary, inductive content analysis (Creswell, 2012) to
investigatewhether formal service use during childhood and adolescence
contributed to resilience processes, and if yes, what characterised these
services.
2.1. The data set
The data set comprised 490 pages of text. It was voluntarily generated
by 16 resilient university students (9 men, 7 women, age range
19–53 years; see Table 1 for a summary of participant details). As
described in previous publications (see Theron, 2013; Theron & Theron,
2013, 2014), the students were purposefully recruited, using a combina-
tion of gatekeeper-facilitated and snowball sampling (Creswell, 2009).
Their purposeful recruitment hinged on evidence of (a) economic
disadvantage, as demonstrated by their being awarded study funds by
parties that reserved funding for South African students from deprived
circumstances; and (b) resilience, as demonstrated by academic success
and peer/lecturer endorsement of positive social and emotional function-
ing (as used in prior resilience studies by Dass-Brailsford, 2005; Ungar &
Liebenberg, 2011). Once nominated for inclusion, all studentswere asked
to considerwhether they thought of themselves as resilient. All nominat-
ed students did. All 16 reported backgrounds of chronic, crippling poverty
(including often going to bed hungry and being without protective
clothing or shoes) and continued ﬁnancial need (e.g., not being able to
afford required textbooks or transport to/from university). All partici-
pants had endured additional risks (such as violent neighbourhoods
and social marginalisation) which predicted maladjustment.
The data set was generated by students' response to the following
broad prompt: “Please share the story of your life with me. I am
particularly interested in the adversities that challenged you and how
you adjustedwell in the face of these.”Although theﬁrst author encour-
aged students' retelling of their stories with questions such as ‘Why do
you think that happened?’ or ‘What did you think about [that]?’ her role
was that of an active listener, rather than a traditional interviewer, as is
true of narrative approaches to data generation (Chase, 2011). At no
stage did the ﬁrst author use questions to elicit information about
students' experiences/use of and/or access to formal service provision.
With their written permission, the students' stories were audio-
recorded and transcribed.
2.2. Data analyses
For the purpose of this article, data analysis occurred in three phases.
First, we (i.e., the authors) reread the data set to locate data segments (if
any) that included accounts of formal services (e.g., education services,
mental health services, social welfare, or correctional services) that
impacted resilience processes. We discarded any segments that did
not relate to formal service use during childhood (i.e., 0–18 years, as
deﬁned by the United Nations General Assembly, 1989) or youth
(i.e., 15–24 years, as deﬁned byUNESCO, no date), aswewere interested
in the resilience processes of children and young people.
Second, we independently analysed the remaining segments to
understand how identiﬁed formal resources impacted resilience
Table 1
Participant demographics at time of study.
Participant
pseudonym
Sex Age Level of tertiary
study
Raised/supported by Home
language
Circumstances placing participant at risk
Tebogo Male 43 2nd year, undergraduate Grandmother Sesotho Poverty; absentee father; illiterate, absentee mother
Pule Male 28 Masters student Grandmother Sesotho Poverty; absentee father; illiterate mother; social marginalisation
Aaron Male 25 Final year, undergraduate Mother and brothers isiZulu Poverty; violent, alcoholic father; drug-abusing peer group
Ntando Male 26 Final year, undergraduate Grandmother/older brother isiXhosa Poverty; orphaned at age 6
Vusi Male 19 2nd year, undergraduate Older brothers Siswati Poverty; illiterate, parents; insecure paternal employment;
social marginalisation
Tsepo Male 24 2nd year, undergraduate Mother and grandfather Sesotho Poverty; incarcerated father; illiterate parents; child labour;
disrupted schooling; social marginalisation
Atile Male 20 2nd year, undergraduate Grandmother Sesotho Poverty; death of mother; illiterate, unemployed
father; social marginalisation
David Male 26 Masters student Mother and grandmother Sesotho Poverty; deceased father; illiterate mother
Gavin Male 20 Final year, undergraduate Mother isiXhosa Poverty; absentee father; chronically ill & illiterate mother;
poor health
Nomvula Female 20 2nd year, undergraduate Grandmother and grandfather isiXhosa Poverty; orphaned at age 9; social marginalisation
Zinzi Female 24 Final year, undergraduate Grandmother Sesotho Poverty; absentee father; illiterate mother; student pregnancy
Fikile Female 21 2nd year, undergraduate Biological parents and grandmother isiZulu Poverty; immigrant to South Africa; xenophobia
Sipho Female 25 2nd year, undergraduate Grandmother isiZulu Poverty; abusive father; student pregnancy; social marginalisation
Naledi Female 19 2nd year, undergraduate Mother Sesotho Poverty; death of father; illiterate mother
Nomsa Female 53 PhD student Grandmother isiXhosa Poverty; death of father; illiterate mother; teenage pregnancy;
disrupted schooling; neighbourhood violence
Duduzile Female 42 Masters student Grandfather and cousins isiZulu Poverty; death of father; absentee mother; disrupted schooling
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Ungar et al.'s (2007) seven clusters of resources that support resilience
processes. According to Ungar et al. (2007) positive adjustment to
challenging life circumstances hinges on life-worlds affording children
and youth: (i) access tomaterial resources; (ii) constructive relationships;
(iii) a powerful identity; (iv) personal control; (v) social justice; (vi) a
sense of coherence; and (vii) cultural adherence (see Ungar et al., 2007
and/or Ungar, in press, for details). Accordingly, in order to determine
the impact of services on resilience, we coded for services facilitating/
obstructing any of these seven resources. If data segments illustrated
the opposite of the above resources (e.g., prohibiting access to material
resources, toxic relationships) we deduced that the service was
obstructing resilience processes in that instance.
Third, we considered what characterised formal services that
impacted resilience processes. To do so, we independently considered,
and reconsidered, what relevant data segments (i.e., those referring to
formal service provision during childhood and youth that impacted
resilience processes) revealed about the nature of these services. We
coded these segments inductively, using labels that paraphrased what
distinguished the negative/positive impact of service (Creswell, 2012).
Thenwemet for a consensus discussion to compare our analyses.We
followed Saldana's (2009, p. 28) advice and dispensed with quantitative
aggregation of analyses in favour of ‘intensive discussion’ of the assigned
codes. Consequently, we worked through the data set and compared
assigned codes. When our codes differed (which was seldom) we used
thorough discussion to reach a mutually acceptable code. Then, we
considered how quotes linked to the various labels assigned (i.e., our
codes) could be best connected to form themes that might shed light
on which formal services impacted resilience processes as recalled by
our participants, and what characterised these services. We presented
our interpretation to seasoned education and resilience researchers at
two diverse conferences and used their responses to tweak our interpre-
tation and heighten trustworthiness (Creswell, 2012).
3. Results
A secondary analysis of the data set revealed that education was the
only formal service that featuredwith any regularity in students' stories
of their constructive adjustment to poverty and associated challenges
during their childhood and youth. This service impacted resilience
processes in ways that were mostly, but not exclusively, constructive.
When education services supported resilience processes they werecharacterised by teacher–community connections, ordinary and
extraordinary teacher actions, and student responsiveness. When edu-
cation services obstructed resilience processes they were characterised
by teachers demonstrating bigotry and disregard toward students who
were vulnerable. Each of these themes is detailed below.
3.1. Emphasis on education services
In the course of recounting how they had adjusted well to the chal-
lenges of poverty, 14 of the 16 participating students spontaneously
mentioned education. How education services impacted their positive
adjustment is detailed in the next section. Sufﬁce it to say here that ed-
ucation services should be interpreted as academic and non-academic
services rendered by teachers and principals. Academic services
included the teaching of curricular content and basic academic skills
(e.g., reading). Non-academic services weremore prevalent in students'
accounts and included teacher/principal support for students' access to
school, school outings, and/or university, as well as teachers engaging
with students on personal (e.g., students' depression) and/or education-
al matters (e.g., the value of diligence). There was nomention of special
education services, school health services, school psychological services,
feeding schemes, school transportation services, or other services
traditionally associated with education services. Instead, participants
referred, without prompting, to what they learnt from their teachers
in the course of their academic learning (e.g., a love of reading; positive
creeds; and respect for their personal academic ability) and informally
in the course of non-academic interactions with teachers (e.g., the
value of a positive mind-set from teachers' self-disclosures; social
injustice when teachers abused power).
Three participants (i.e., Duduzile, Nomsa and Tsepo) experienced
interrupted access to education services. In Tsepo's and Duduzile's
cases, access was disrupted by their having to leave school and work
in order to survive, before resuming schooling. Nomsa's schooling was
disrupted by two pregnancies. Nevertheless, they still included
teachers'/principals' academic and non-academic services in their
accounts of their resilience.
With the exception of education services rendered by teachers/prin-
cipals, students' life stories did not provide robust evidence of formal
services facilitating their resilience processes. Only one participant
(i.e., Sipho) recalled support from a mental health practitioner, and
this occurred once she was enrolled in a tertiary institution that offered
students free mental health support services. The value of this service
Table 2
Education service's facilitation of resilience processes.
Resources supporting
resilience processes
Deﬁnition of resource
(adapted from Ungar, in press).
Examples of education services facilitating resources as recounted in students' life stories
(listed alphabetically per section)
Access to material
resources
Support to obtain sufﬁcient food, clothing,
education, employment, etc.
Duduzile: But my brother-in-law said you're going back to school… he happened to have a friend
that was teaching there… he connected and at the end of the day we had to go and see the
principal and that's how I got in.
Nomsa: My principal took me to the magistrate and told the story of what was happening, because
then if you were going to go to high school, you had to pay [school fees]. But my mother got too
little money, so there was no money for school. So the principal asked the magistrate to deduct an
extra R100 from that pension so that I can pay school fees at secondary school.
Ntando: My grandmother struggled to pay school fees for us. You know, back then, if you didn't pay
school fees they will chase you back home, and you know there's nothing… You feel bad coz I mean
other kids are attending but you have to go back [home]. And then, we told our grandmother and
she would normally go to the closest teacher and explain the story. Then they would stop it
[banishment from school].
Pule: After I passed my Grade 12 I didn't even know where to go. I was sitting at home… I thought
what's the use of me being happy [about passing] knowing very well that I'm not going to go to
university… I felt I'm doomed, like I'm just gonna end here… but this one teacher came to me and
said, “Let's go to the university”. I didn't know about bursaries —we were less informed most of us,
we knew there's universities but we never knew there were bursaries and stuff. Then the teacher
brought me to university and we spoke to the recruitment ofﬁcer. He looked at my results and he
said, “What do you want to do because you've got good results?” … it was a bit hectic, I had to
choose— I liked accounting so I chose accounting, and he said, “That course takes a lot of energy and
you need to really study hard.” I said, “Bring it on! (laughs) Anything… as long as I am at university,
studying and building my future …”
Tebogo: The teachers organised a trip— they helped us with food and with lodging; we contributed
by having fund-raising things. We went to this place in the bush – for about ﬁve days – and then
they took us on mountain trails… that's one of the things I'm still passionate about — hiking. Also
gardening. Those are the things that touch – lift –my heart, my soul.
Constructive
relationships
Positive connections with other people. Duduzile: I went to him (teacher) because I needed help… I must be at school, I must get matric, I
must somehow get to university …
Researcher: What made you approach him?
Duduzile: I think because hewas approachable… I knew he had a heart for education as a teacher— that's
the gospel he used to preach so it was easy for me to go to him. I knew he would understand. He arranged
that I get to Joburg.
Fikile: If the situation is hard, even though they don't know what exactly is going on in your life, the
teachers at school will always tell you that you don't have to give up in life, you have to strive, to
strive for success. Yeah, they will always motivate you. Even now my old class-teacher will ask how
I'm doing and where am I now. When I tell him that I'm doing my second year, he's like, “Yeah,
you're doing the right thing, you must keep going."
Nomsa: What helped me is that teachers loved me.
Nomvula: My physical science teacher was also my class teacher in Grade 10. We became very close
— even nowwe still contact each other. I call himmy dad— the dad I never had…most of the time I
was depressed… I never liked talking about it because I never liked to trust people easily … he'd
see me and call me and ask, “What's bothering you?” … I had this attitude of: “If I tell you, you won't
do anything about it, that's why I don't want to tell you.” But he persisted and persisted and
persisted. That's when I learnt to trust him, like he actually cares, so let me just pour out my heart to
him. That's when I noticed that there are people who have good hearts. So we must – no matter
how hard it is – we must learn to trust other people because there are good people out there.
Powerful identity A sense of purpose and of personal competence,
and others' acknowledgement thereof.
Atile: So, my teachers, they saw potential in me, and they helped me. They directed me to Saturday
schools and then in Grade 12 I went to Star School, and this didn't cost me money, because the Star
School just took selected students… I thought that they saw potential in me, and so I have to reveal,
take out, that potential and show them that I can, not let them down. Yeah, they believed a lot in
me. I still have contact with them.
Naledi: Some teachers would tell you, “You know what, I grew up like this”. That's when I realised,
OK, if you have faith and believe in yourself … you can grow, you can be whatever you want. So,
their life stories helped — how they grew up, what they did, about how varsity is and that it can
change you…
Nomsa: We were writing tests every Friday, so if you took that test as Number 1, they gave us two
rand… So we were studying, ﬁghting for this two rand (laughs).
Nomvula: There was this teacher who actually knew, like, where I came from and my circumstances
… every time I excelled, then she would be like, “Girl, you are struggling and yet you pass, you get
good grades!” And I'm like, “It's about getting away from this place that I'm living in, that is why I do
this in school” …my momwas always sick — every time I was at school the pressure was off; when
I got back home again I had to take care of her — school was a break. But this teacher actually saw
me…when I told her that I was leaving, she was like, “You know that school you are going to, they
are going to be very proud, they will have a good student!”
Ntando: Some of the teachers grew up with my mother and so they could relate to my situation.
And then, for example, if you got like 10/10 or an 80 for a test, then they will take you out for a
lunch, things like that. I remember the ﬁrst time at primary school… it was in a science test and I
answered almost everything right – ironically it was my ﬁrst time studying – and the teacher took
me for lunch because of that… it motivated me in such a big way; it even motivated other students.
That's where competition started and, yeah, that's when I started working hard… when I was at
high school and it was the Matric results – they were announcing best student and whatever – and
then they said, this other guy had six A's and he will be doing Actuarial science. And then I said,
‘What is that?’ and then I started asking about it and I had passion for maths so that's where I had to
apply it.
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Table 2 (continued)
Resources supporting
resilience processes
Deﬁnition of resource
(adapted from Ungar, in press).
Examples of education services facilitating resources as recounted in students' life stories
(listed alphabetically per section)
Vusi: I don't set limits to what I can achieve. I believe I can achieve anything I want but there's a
certain amount of effort that is required. So, every time when I fail I tell myself that I didn't put [in]
the desired effort — the problem lies with the amount of effort. In the high school where I come
from, our motto is “effort is success”. The principal used to emphasise that point a lot, so yeah, it
kind of built up in my mind too.
Zinzi: In school the teachers were always encouraging us to read … I read a lot and there are these
inspiring stories — people who became resilient out of very, very difﬁcult situations; some people
were abused and now they're in high places … I'm glad they include stories like that because they
encourage all of us … you think things are going bad for you if things are going bad, but there are
people who go through worse.
Social justice Experiences of fair treatment. Duduzile: Unfortunately my subjects did not ﬁt with that [new] school's programmes, so they had
to sort of tailor-make my programme so that I can do my Grade 11…When we were just about to
start the [Matric] exams, I was still being the domestic [at home] and then my sister went into
labour and I had to be a mother for her three other kids. She was in hospital with a Caesar. I had to
go to hospital to take clothes for her, cook for her, visit her, help her — you know government
hospitals …We were writing biology … I came to the exam room 30 min late, and the invigilator
said, ‘You know what you are disqualiﬁed.’ I cried! … I went to the principal. I explained my
position. He said, ‘It's not my fault if you don't ﬁnish — you are only left with what is left of the time
…’ I said, ‘As long as you give me an opportunity’ and I wrote… Yeah, so I got my Matric.
Tsepo: When I came here to South Africa, I was 15 years. I went to school. I had to start from Grade
1 because I had never been to school. Luckily mymother made some conversation with the teachers
and then they took me to Grade 4. I did well in Grade 4 but my problem was my English, but I did
pass Grade 4 and I went to Grade 5— I passed Grade 5 very well. I didn't do Grade 6— they took me
to Grade 7. Then, I went on to high school.
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displeasure, when her tertiary studies were interrupted by her becoming
pregnant.
One other participant (i.e., Gavin) reported that an encounter with
the police, when he was an adolescent, galvanised subsequent pro-
social behaviour. He recalled how a shop-owner called the police to in-
vestigate persistent shoplifting on his premises. AlthoughGavin had not
shoplifted, he had accompanied peers when they shoplifted, and so he
was part of the group that the police took to the local station for
questioning. His peers were questioned individually. He heard them
being beaten by the police and realised:
Gavin:… it could be me at an early age having a criminal record, or
being admitted into prison for thatmatter… I never looked back from
that, but I always said “Hey Dude, we survived that, don't do that
[engage in criminal acts].”
Researcher: It was a turning point for you?
Gavin: It was, it was, and then I started to appreciate my life…
Given students' foregrounding of education services, as compared to
other formal services, only the impact of education on resilience
processes is considered below.
3.2. The constructive and destructive impacts of education services on
resilience processes
The academic and non-academic services that teachers provided
both supported and obstructed how participants adjusted to their
challenging life-worlds. Resilience processes were facilitated by
teachers and school principals facilitating four of the seven resource
clusters reported by Ungar et al. (2007) as promotive of resilience.
These comprised: (i) access tomaterial resources, (ii) positive relational
spaces, (iii) a powerful identity, and (iv) social justice. Table 2 provides
examples of each. As can be deduced from Table 2, all the aforemen-
tioned resources were aligned with education. For instance, teacher
support of access to material resources meant teachers practically facil-
itating participants' school/university attendance and/or participation
in school outings. Likewise, teacher support of a powerful identity
meant teachers acknowledged and nurtured academic achievements
and/or encouraged participants to cherish dreams of university
attendance galvanising freedom from poverty.There were also references to resilience processes being obstructed.
These references related to teachers prompting an identity of inferiority,
and/or experiences of social injustice that teachers either caused, or did
nothing to prevent. This is illustrated in Table 3. Unlike the education-
related nature of the constructive impacts of education service, the
destructive impacts occurred in a school context, but did not necessarily
relate to educationalmatters. For instance, Pulewas put downbecause he
was poor and Aaronwas beaten because hewas seen as a trouble-maker.
Interestingly, destructive impacts did not necessarily mean an absence of
constructive impacts — see, for example, the excerpts from Fikile's,
Ntando's, Pule's, and Tsepo's accounts which detail both positive and
negative impacts of education services. However, in most instances,
participants reported either negative or positive impacts, rather than
both.
In the next two sections,weﬁrst detail what characterised education
services that facilitated resilience processes. Then we specify what
characterised education services that did the opposite. In both sections,
we draw our examples and/or brief quotes from the excerpts presented
in Tables 2 and 3 above.
3.3. Characteristics of education services that supported resilience processes
Essentially, when teachers' academic and non-academic service to
youth supported access tomaterial resources, positive relational spaces,
a powerful identity, and experiences of social justice, these services
were characterised by teacher–community connectedness, teacher
actions that were both ordinary and extraordinary, and student
responsiveness.
3.3.1. Teacher–community connectedness
To support resilience processes, teachers needed to know enough
about the disadvantaged life-worlds of the children they taught, as
well as accessible social capital, and use such knowledge constructively.
For example, Atile's teachers knew about his family's penury and about
advanced tuition sessions available free of charge to students from
disadvantaged backgrounds. They used their knowledge to support
Atile's positive adjustment. Likewise, Zinzi's teachers were aware that
like other students, Zinzi's widowed mother was illiterate and not in a
position to support active reading habits. Because students' homes
lacked books, teachers directed their students to the local community
library and insisted on them reading. Teachers used their knowledge
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resources, to support constructive development.
Mostly, teacher knowledge of the odds children faced, and of
resources that could be used to buffer these odds, stemmed from
teachers being intimately connected to their school community. The
data implied that these connections related to teachers having grown
up in, or being very familiar with, the school community and so having
insider knowledge (e.g., Ntando: ‘Some of the teachers grewupwithmy
mother and so they could relate to my situation’, or Nomvula: ‘There
was this teacher who actually knew, like, where I came from and my
circumstances …’). Alternatively, it seemed that connected teachers
were approachable and inspired family members' trusting disclosures
(e.g., Tsepo: ‘Luckily my mother made some conversation with the
teachers …’, or Duduzile: ‘But my brother-in-law said, "You're going
back to school" … he happened to have a friend that was teaching
there… he connected…"). Thus, teacher connections to their commu-
nities meant that they were well informed.3.3.2. Ordinary and extraordinary teacher actions
Informed teachers acted in ordinary and extraordinary ways to
nurture participants' resilience. What might be considered ordinary, or
typical, teacher actions included encouraging children to prioritise
schooling and aim for university (e.g., Ntando's primary school teacher
galvanising academic competition and rewarding academic success,
and his high school's celebration of excellent matric results and
associated university paths). It also included teachers promoting
healthy habits that supported a more positive identity (e.g., Tebogo's
love of hiking and Zinzi's love of reading). It meant that teachers
championed diligence (e.g., Vusi's school motto, emphasised by the
principal, shaped his belief in expending effort to achieve success) and
students' belief in their potential (e.g., when family crises forced
Nomvula to change schools, her teacher predicted that her next schoolTable 3
Education service's obstruction of resilience processes.
Obstacles to
resilience processes
Deﬁnition of resource
(adapted from Ungar, in press)
Examples of education ser
(listed alphabetically per s
An identity of
inferiority
A sense of personal incompetence and
others' derision thereof
Pule: Now, because I didn'
like me… I always raised m
say this and this and this a
wena, né [child, hey], and
and say you know what yo
Tsepo: Some teachers will
people of Lesotho were see
equal, like other children,
something like that … I rem
English, the English that th
will start laughing…
Social injustice Experiences of unfair treatment Aaron: It was hard growin
things, people teasing you
the class, or wherever we a
the one that always got pu
David: …my father had a
went to school the same te
home on weekends drinkin
three speciﬁc teachers— a
wise that we knew this con
they would pour alcohol in
person says do something,
corporal punishment was
… so there was no-one to
Fikile: No one of my peers
they can register you for w
teacher that I forgot my ID
the ID so they [peers] don'
used to treat you as a frien
not part of them. They will
Ntando: There were teache
were forced to sing… andwould be proud to have a student of her calibre). None of these actions
seemed to be beyond the scope of what teachers ordinarily do.
However, to achieve the above, teachers often went beyond the
ordinary. Both the need for and nature of these extraordinary acts
were determined by the speciﬁcs of students' life-worlds. In other
words, when teachers engaged in atypical education service provision,
it was contextually congruent.
At times this related to teachers facilitating ﬁnancial/material
support. In Tebogo's case, teachers provided his (and others') food and
accommodation during a ﬁve-day school trip. In Ntando's instance,
teachers turned a blind eye to non-payment of school fees. In Nomsa's,
her school principal pleaded with the neighbourhood magistrate, who
had the power to direct the expenditure of a family's inheritance, to
apportion part of themoney left by Nomsa's late father to her schooling.
In line with tribal customs at that time, the pension her late father had
left had been divided among Nomsa's mother and his other wives. The
effect of this had been that, until the head teacher put her case to the
magistrate, her mother had had too little money to pay for Nomsa's
schooling.
Extraordinary actions also entailed teachers acknowledging the
reality of disrupted schooling in poor families, and ﬁnding creative
ways to facilitate meaningful re-entry into the school system. When
children had a chance to resume schooling, they were typically older
than classmates, or their previous curricula did not match those of the
new school. In Duduzile's case this meant tailoring existing curricula
to suit her prior schooling so that she need not repeat grades, even
though this meant that her curriculum was not identical to the other
pupils' curricula. Likewise, when Tsepo was six years old he was sent
to live with, and work for, his mother's family in Lesotho. He was an
adolescent when he ﬁnally returned to South Africa and started to
attend school. Some of his teachers, who had been informed of his
predicament, and who had recognised his competence, allowed him
to skip grades.vices hindering resilience processes as recounted in students' life stories
ection)
t have a lot of things – sometimes I would go to school barefoot – she [teacher] didn't
y hand to actually understand… because I was very interested… the teacher would
nd I would disagree with it… So she used to say to me, “You think you're a clever
you don't have anything!” Her aim was to, to put me down, to lower my self-esteem
u're nothing in this world…
discriminate because of my language and because I spent most of my life in Lesotho—
n as stupid people. They use to treat me bad sometimes—when I tried to be funny, or
they would say, “You think you're becoming clever in South Africa, Lesotho boy?” or
ember my English teacher used to say, “Ai [oh], people of Lesotho struggle with
ey speak is Sotho-related, they don't pronounce things right”. Then the whole class
g up in school without… proper clothes, sometimes going barefooted, all those
… So I started: when you start saying anything nasty about me, I don't care who's in
re, I will just turn violent… so when I'm at school I would always get punished, I was
nished. …
kind-of a tavern opened at home. So that also made it very difﬁcult because when I
achers that taught me at primary school and high school, they would be there at
g. On Monday I'm seeing them at school. It made things very difﬁcult… There were
t lunchtime they would send me home to go and fetch ‘stuff’ for them, but we were so
cealed alcohol. I would go there with a ﬂask— a ‘tea’ ﬂask and [at the tavern at home]
, then I would come with it as if it's tea.… Back then I was a child so when an adult
I could not argue back or say I can't because then I would be punished … in school
still strong, so they would've dealt with me. So I'd just go there and come back with it
look up to.
know that I'm a Zimbabwean … at school they will ask you to bring your ID so that
riting matric so I used not to bring my ID to school. I used to hide it and then tell my
, and then bring it the following day when I knew that I'm the only one who brought
t have to say “Let me see, let me see yours!” Then they will like discriminate… if they
d, they will start now to open a distance between you and them, thinking that you're
call you names… treat you as if you're from another planet or something.
rs who will make you hate school. Some will lash you. I remember at high school we
then if you can't sing then she will be on your case [punish you]
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required extraordinary actions from teachers. Cultivating academic
diligence required more than verbal encouragement from teachers —
teachers added a tangible reward that they ﬁnanced themselves. These
included small, but worthwhile, monetary incentives (e.g., Nomsa's
story of the two rand reward for getting topmarks on a test) or a celebra-
tory meal (e.g., Ntando's story of lunch). Because all study participants
(and probablymany of their peers) came from contexts of extensivema-
terial insufﬁciency and hunger, such tangible incentiveswere contextual-
ly apposite.
Encouraging academic diligence and tertiary goals also included
teachers sharing suitable, personal stories of triumph over hardship,
which is not a typical teacher task. Their disclosures allowed
participants, like Naledi, to dream of a future that would be different,
and also provided vicarious insight into a tertiary environment that
was far removed from students' unschooled parents' or caregivers'
experiences. In Pule's case, his teacher's extraordinary actions involved
accompanying Pule to a local university and practically facilitating his
enrolment, much in the way a parent would.
3.3.3. Student responsiveness
Education services that supported resilience processes in students
were further characterised by students responding actively and
constructively to what teachers offered. For example, Nomvula related
that her teacher ‘persisted and persisted and persisted’ in his attempts
to support her, even though she was wary of trusting adults to be
supportive. In response, she eventually decided to ‘trust him’ and
‘pour out [her] heart to him’. Likewise, students reciprocated teachers'
material support (e.g., Tebogo: ‘we contributed by having fund-raising
things’) and/or acted on teachers' lessons (e.g., Zinzi: ‘In school the
teachers were always encouraging us to read … I read a lot’; Vusi, in
response to his school's motto: ‘So, every time when I fail I tell myself
that I didn't put [in] the desired effort’).
Students alsomade themost of opportunities that teachers facilitated.
Once introduced to university by his teacher, Pule, for instance,was eager
to rise to its challenges as illustrated by his: ‘Bring it on!’ Atile responded
to the opportunity of extra tuition in a similar manner: ‘I thought that
they saw potential in me, and so I have to reveal, take out, that potential
and show them that I can’. Once Ntando's school had alerted him, unin-
tentionally, to a Math-aligned career (i.e., actuarial science), he ‘started
asking about it’ and made a decision that this was how he would ‘apply’
his ‘passion for Maths’.
In one instance a student overtly initiated teacher supportiveness.
When she was compelled to exit school for ﬁnancial reasons, Duduzile
approached a male teacher whom she trusted enough to support her
to regain access to schooling. In some ways, her initiative was in
response to this teacher's approachability (‘he was approachable’), but
she activated his awareness of, and constructive response to, her plight
(‘I went to him’).
3.4. Characteristics of education ‘services’ that obstructed resilience
processes
When teachers' classroom-based interactions with youths prompted
a sense of personal incompetence or experience of discrimination, or
when teachers took no action to limit/prevent peer discrimination of stu-
dents, resilience processes were hindered. Essentially, teacher bigotry
and teacher disregard characterised such disservice.
3.4.1. Teacher bigotry
Mostly, participants reported that their teachers did not judge them
because they were, for instance, poor, or came from homes where their
caregivers were illiterate, or had absentee fathers. Such unbiased
actions convinced participants that the structural inequalities and
other disadvantages that placed them at risk were external and did
not deﬁne them personally. However, not all the teachers were equallyunbiased once they knew of participants' predicaments. Interestingly,
both participants who reported teacher bigotry were male. Tsepo
remembered that some teachers ridiculed him because of his history
(including his non-South African family ties) and poor command of
English, particularly when he had not been as competent as his
classmates. Pule remembered a teacher who humiliated him publically
when he asked challenging questions. In comparison with teacher
treatment of children from less impoverished homes, Pule experienced
this non-nurturing teacher as judgemental of his underprivileged life
history.
3.4.2. Teacher disregard for youth predicaments
When students associated school-based experiences with social
injustice, they experienced that teachers disregarded peer discrimination
and/or their relative powerlessness as children. Fikile felt compelled to
hide her identity document and lie about its whereabouts in order to
escape her xenophobic peers ﬁnding out that she was not a South
African by birth. Implicit in her actions is distrust in teacher regard of
the pain and unfairness of discrimination. Likewise, Aaron was routinely
punished for his violence toward antagonistic peers who mocked his
poverty. Implicit in his account too is teacher disregard for the discrimi-
nation he repeatedly endured. Similarly, David's and Ntando's accounts
illustrate teacher insensitivity to children's inability to challenge teacher
authority. This disregard of their helplessness caused both boys to
experience discomfort and disillusionment.
4. Discussion
Three questions directed this article. In this discussion we consider
the signiﬁcance of the results that emerged in answer to these
questions. We pay particular attention to the insight that these answers
potentiate about service provision and resilience processes in non-
Eurocentric contexts.
Theﬁrst questionwas concernedwithwhether resilient, Black South
African students, who are/were members of disadvantaged life-worlds,
would spontaneously include lived experiences of formal service
provision in accounts of what supported their resilience processes
during childhood and adolescence, and if yes which formal services.
The afﬁrmative answer to the ﬁrst part of this question conﬁrms that
formal service provision is one way in which social ecologies, also
South African ones, can support children and youths to adjust well to
challenging life circumstances (Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). The answer
to the second part of the question, however, recommends greater atten-
tion to understanding which services in which contexts are likely to
support resilience processes for which youth. The reason for this asser-
tion is that formal services, in general and/or in plural, were not integral
to supporting participants' resilience processes. Only education featured
recurrently in spontaneous accounts of resilience processes during
childhood and adolescence.
The empirical data set offers no answer as towhy education services
were prioritised above any other formal service. An empirically-
grounded answer necessitates a follow-up study. Nevertheless, in the
meantime it is possible to theorise reasons for the emphasis on educa-
tion services. Given the structural, economic and social inequities that
characterised participants' childhood and youth, it is likely that their
access to voluntary formal services (e.g., health care, or mental health
services) was limited, despite national drives (particularly post-1994)
to provide multiple services to all South Africans (Møller, 2013; Patel,
2012). Moreover, South African literature suggests that children's and
youths' inequitable access to formal services is compounded by ‘a
critical shortage of health and allied professionals as well as social
service professionals, particularly in rural areas’ (Proudlock, Lake,
Jamieson, & Draga, 2013, p. 20). Within this context, schools and
teachers regularly become the default providers of health, counselling,
and social services (Schoeman, 2014; Theron & Engelbrecht, 2012;
Verrijdt, 2012; Wood & Goba, 2011). The implication for social
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needs to be investigated, and that multiple service systems consider
possibilities of providing co-ordinated services to youths at service
points, such as schools, that youths already access (Sanders et al., 2014).
A different possible reason for theprioritisation of education services
is because education has cultural salience for Black South Africans (Biko,
1979; Gqola, 2011; Mandela, 1995; Phasha, 2010). In the Apartheid
years, Black South Africans were deprived of an education that would
support non-menial employment or university aspirations. Conse-
quently, high school and tertiary education acquired status that is
associated with an upward social and economic trajectory. Parents
and community elders actively encourage Black youths to prioritise
education as a means of shattering cycles of poverty and of bringing
honour to the collective of Black South Africans. Thus, it is possible
that education services were foregrounded in students' accounts
because it offered a means of realising a culturally salient goal and so
had more meaning than other formal services. Furthermore, the
participants in this study were all university students and so potentially
biased toward the cultural valuing of education status and so possibly
more likely to include education services in accounts of their resilience.
This aligns with more recent suggestions that services and other social
ecological interventions support resilience when they respect, and
align with, youths' cultural identities (Liebenberg et al., in press). It
also commands attention to better understanding of the cultural
salience of speciﬁc services and how this informs service uptake and
resilience processes.
The second question was directed at understanding how spontane-
ously self-reported services (i.e. education) impact resilience processes.
Earlier descriptions of how education services facilitate resilience have
been predominantly positive. They have included teacher capacity to
form positive, caring relationships with children who are considered
to be ‘at risk’ (e.g., APA, 2008; Johnson, 2008; Taplin, 2011; Tiet,
Huizinga, & Byrnes, 2010; Woodier, 2011), to build these children's
social, emotional, and cognitive competence (e.g., Johnson, 2008;
Masten, Herbers, Cutuli, & Lafavor, 2008; Swanson & Spencer, 2012;
Taplin, 2011; Woodier, 2011), to encourage their agency, participation,
and mastery (e.g., Masten et al., 2008; Tiet et al., 2010), to expect much
from them (e.g., APA, 2008; Samel, Sondergeld, Fischer, & Patterson,
2011), and to foster hope (e.g., APA, 2008; Bondy, Ross, Gallingane, &
Hambacher, 2007; Henderson, 2012;Masten et al., 2008). Other studies
reported that school engagement facilitated resilience (e.g., Anderson,
Christenson, Sinclair, & Lehr, 2004; Motti-Stefanidi & Masten, 2013;
Ungar & Liebenberg, 2013), as did classroom management practices
(e.g., Bondy et al., 2007), or school context (e.g., Rutter & Maughan,
2002; Samel et al., 2011). Additionally, South African studies reported
that teachers provided food and/clothing for students whose material
need they were aware of (e.g., Malindi & Machenjedze, 2012; Pienaar,
Swanepoel, van Rensburg, & Heunis, 2011).
Against this background, understanding that education services
facilitated access to constructive relational spaces and nurtured a
competent identity conﬁrms the resilience literature. The understanding
that teachers practically facilitated participants' school/university
attendance and/or participation in school outings augments prior
South African reports of teachers facilitating material access by feeding
and clothing students. Understanding that education enabled
resilience-supporting experiences of social justice extends the literature
as this is not explicitly mentioned in published studies on education
and resilience. In summary, these ﬁndings align with the tendency in
the literature (as reviewed above) to explain education services as
facilitative of resilience processes. They endorse the importance of
painstaking teacher education that will produce teachers who are
sensitised to how fundamental their service could be to children's and
youths' resilience (Schoeman, 2014; Theron & Engelbrecht, 2012).
They also support attention to the wellbeing of education service
providers, because if teachers and head-teachers were to become
over-burdened, children and youths (particularly those who have no/limited access to alternative forms of service provision) would be
made more vulnerable.
However, in asking students to recount their real life stories, the
danger of idealising education as a pathwayof resiliencewas sidestepped.
The South African resilience literature (Johnson & Lazarus, 2008; Phasha,
2010; Pillay & Nesengani, 2006) has hinted at realities of non-caring
teachers who are biased against children from disadvantaged back-
grounds. Johnson and Lazarus (2008), for example, investigated 306 stu-
dents' experiences of teacher caring in historically disadvantaged schools.
Only 41% reported teachers who cared. Kruger and Prinsloo (2008) re-
ported that the 25 children whom they interviewed recounted knowing
teachers who were not interested in supporting them to adjust well to
hardship. Pillay and Nesengani (2006) conducted interviews with four
adolescents who headed households. They reported participants' lived
experiences of teacher non-caring: ‘educators “always compare us with
the rest of the children at school … they consider us just to be
unsuitable for schooling” (p. 137). Likewise, Phasha (2010) related that
following public knowledge of a girl's rape experiences ‘some teachers
insulted and blamed her’ (p. 1243). Thus, the ﬁnding that the negative
impacts of education services on resilience processes includes lived
experiences of social injustice and being made to feel inferior extends
nascent concerns that education services can obstruct resilience process-
es. This underscores the urgency of teacher education that emphasises
the importance of positive regard for youths' agency, identities, and
history (Boyden, 2013; Liebenberg & Ungar, 2014; Liebenberg et al., in
press; Ungar et al., 2013). It advocates the centrality of respectful service
delivery, if resilience processes are to be facilitated by service provision
(Ungar, 2013).
The third and ﬁnal question considered what the characteristics
were of education services that supported resilience, and that
obstructed it. The signiﬁcance of the emerging answer lies in noting
what is absent from the lists that characterised constructive services
(i.e., teacher–community connectedness, ordinary and extraordinary
actions, and student responsiveness) and destructive services (teacher
bigotry and teacher disregard for youths' predicaments). In both lists
the academic imperative of education services, such as effective teaching
and learning, is absent, even though this imperative applies equally to
education services for youth in disadvantaged contexts (Delors, 2013).
This does not imply that teaching and learning are irrelevant to
education systems that support resilience, but it does hint that the
value of education services to resilience processes depends more on
relational activities than didactic ones. Quintessentially, the resilience-
supporting value of education services lay in teachers, community
members, and students actively collaborating to facilitate students'
positive adjustment in respectful and resourceful ways. This interper-
sonal, interactive process signals that even though creative teacher
actions could be necessary in the course of serving students, teachers
should not be held solely responsible for delivering education services
that facilitate resilience. Parents and other family, communitymembers,
as well as students themselves, are co-actors. They have a responsibility
to initiate and/or reciprocate teachers' ordinary and extraordinary
actions, and to hold them accountable for bigotry or social injustice.
This co-construction of resilience processes is crucial, given the isolation
and stress associated with teachers' delivery of education services
(Delors, 2013; Jackson, Rothmann, & Van de Vijver, 2006), and increas-
ing acknowledgement that service-based support of resilience is
respectful of youth agency (Liebenberg & Ungar, 2014; Ungar et al.,
2013; Van Rensburg et al., 2013).
A question that needs consideration is whether teachers, and other
service-providers, realise that ordinary actions have the potential to
nurture children's resilience (Masten, 2001). A follow-up question is
whether teachers and other service-providers realise that they might
need to engage in nonconforming, or beyond-the-call-of-duty, actions
to foster resilience. Ungar (2011a, pp. 7–8) argues that some youths en-
gage in ‘atypical’ actions to support their positive adjustment, butmakes
no mention of social ecologies, or service providers, needing to do the
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ability that service-providers may well need to engage in atypical ser-
vice actions, or actions that go beyond tasks stereotypically associated
with a service, to support resilience processes, particularly if they wish
to provide context-speciﬁc support. Equally, extraordinary acts sensitise
service providers engaging with children in impoverished Eurocentric
and non-Eurocentric contexts to how pragmatic their advancement of
children's resilience might need to be.
4.1. Limitations
We are aware that self-report, particularly self-report of the historic,
is fallible and that participants' stories might not be a precise or even
candid version of events (Creswell, 2012). We are also conscious that
our participants' impoverished life worlds might have occasioned
teachers' promotion of their resilience in distinct ways. Neither of the
aforementioned negates the valuable lessons for teachers, mental
health practitioners, or other service-providers, wanting to understand
more precisely how to champion children's resilience.
5. Conclusion
Education service provision formed part of Black South African
students' accounts of childhood and youth resilience without their
being prompted to consider how service provision shaped their positive
adjustment to challenging life-worlds. The fact that education was the
only formal service included with any regularity, and that it was also
occasionally associated with heightened vulnerability rather than
resilience, cautions against broad, contextually-insensitive assumptions
of service provision being ameans to nurture positive adjustment. More
importantly, perhaps, the understanding that the resilience-supporting
value of education services lay in a collaborative, interactive process
that did not relegate youth and communities to passive service recipi-
ents, and that required typical and atypical teacher actions, challenges
simplistic understandings of service provision facilitating resilience.
The aforementioned signify the importance of continued investigation
into culturally relevant, collaborative, and creative service acts in the
advancement of children's optimal functioning.
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